Psychosocial needs as perceived by single female heads of household, 1987 by Hall, Ethel H. (Author) & Ward, Naomi (Degree supervisor)
PSYCHOSOCIAL NEEDS AS PERCEIVED BY 
SINGLE FEMALE HEADS OF HOUSEHOLD 
A THESIS 
SUBMITTED TO THE FACULTY OF ATLANTA UNIVERSITY 
IN PARTIAL FULFILLMENT OF THE REQUIREMENTS FOR 
THE DEGREE OF MASTER OF SOCIAL WORK 
BY 
ETHEL HARRIS HALL 
SCHOOL OF SOCIAL WORK 
ATLANTA, GEORGIA 
MAY 1987 
Ri v T ^4 
ABSTRACT 
SOCIAL WORK 
HALL, ETHEL H. M.S.W. ATLANTA UNIVERSITY, 1987 
PSYCHOSOCIAL NEEDS AS PERCEIVED BY SINGLE FEMALE HEADS OF 
HOUSEHOLD 
ADVISORS: Professor Naomi Ward and Dr. Betty A. Cook 
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The purpose of this study was to describe psychosocial 
needs as perceived by single female heads of household who 
had children enrolled in kindergarten through grade 3 (K-3). 
Social systems theory and social support networks provided 
a framework for describing the relationship between fami¬ 
lies and their environment. Data were gathered from 154 
black female heads of household using a self-administered 
Likert-type instrument. Frequency distribution and 
descriptive statistics were used to analyze respondents' 
perception of psychosocial needs, role performance, social 
support networks, and parent-child interaction. The most 
significant finding seems to be that female heads of 
household were not involved with social support systems 
outside of the family, such as schools, or volunteer 
groups which serve children. Although respondents 
perceived themselves as able to perform parental roles, 
they believed additional income and better housing were 
their most pressing needs. 
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The rapid increase in the number of single parent 
households headed by females since 1978 has made this 
family form a growing social phenomenon. The number of 
one parent families with children under 18 years old 
doubled in less than 10 years. In 1984 about 12 million 
children lived in single parent families. Approximately 
88 percent of these children resided in households headed 
by their mothers. In fact, one of every five families 
with children under 18 years old was a family headed by a 
female. 
In 1970 about 28 percent of the 4.9 million black 
families were maintained by women. By 1982 almost 41 
percent of the 6.4 million black families were maintained 
by women. If this trend continues, it is predicted that 
women will head over 50 percent of black families by 1990. 
The rise in female headed households has been 
attributed to several determinants. Among these causes 
Arthur J. Norton and Paul Glick, "One Parent 
Families: A Social and Economic Profile," Family 
Relations (January 1986):9. 
^Ibid., p. 10. 
2 
are a more lenient society toward out-of-wedlock births 
by women of all age groups, a lack of marriageable men, 
especially in the black population, and the increase in 
the number of divorces, widows, desertions, and long term 
separations. Among black women who maintained households 
in 1982, 32 percent had never married. During this same 
period, black children constituted only 15 percent of all 
children under 18 years of age but represented 34 percent 
of all children living with one parent. The divorce rate 
for black women increased from 104 per 1,000 in 1970 to 
265 per 1,000 in 1982. In 1980 more than one-half of the 
births to blacks occurred out-of-wedlock.^ 
Purpose of the Study 
The purpose of this study was describe psychosocial 
need as perceived by black single female heads of house¬ 
holds who had children enrolled in grades K-3 in three 
elementary schools in the Birmingham City System, 
Birmingham, Alabama. Based on an analysis of the 
literature on single female heads of household in 
relationship to the present study, the following 
assumptions were made: (1) female heads of household 
^U.S. Bureau of the Census. America's Black 
Population: 1970-1972, A Statistical Review, 
(July 1983), pp. 10-20. 
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perceive that they have many psychosocial needs; (2) that 
meeting social role expectations is their greatest need; 
(3) that they have insufficient social support networks, 
and (4) their parent-child interaction is less than they 
desire it to be. 
Using these assumptions, this study sought to answer 
the following questions: 
. What specific psychosocial needs do single female 
heads of household perceive that they have? 
. To what extent do female heads of household 
believe they are meeting their social role 
expectations ? 
. To what extent do female heads of household 
believe they have sufficient social support 
networks ? 
. To what extent are female heads of household 
satisfied with their parent-child interaction? 
Significance of Study 
The number of children enrolled in public schools is 
expected to increase in proportion to the number of children 
in households headed by single females. The number of poor 
families headed by black females rose from 834,000 in 
1972 to 1.4 million in 1981 or 70 percent of all black 
4 
families.^ Research indicates that these are likely to 
be the households which have difficulty meeting extrinsic 
and intrinsic family needs and that role strain in the 
home is reflected at school in the child's behavior.^ 
A major challenge to educational administrators and 
their professional commitment, will be that of continuing 
to meet individual needs. Thus, additional research on 
the needs of parents and children in female headed house¬ 
holds seems pertinent. The identification of specific 
parent-child needs as perceived by the single female head 
of household should be valuable in understanding the 
nature and intensity of inter-personal relationships within 
the household, how well the head of household believes she 
has been able to provide for basic family needs, including 
the nurture and care of the children, and the degree to 
which she perceives she has been able to grow and enhance 
her own life. This study has additional significance 
because of its implications for further research on the 
impact which the needs of single female headed households 
^Ibid., p. 20 
^P.A. Gongla, "Single Parent Families: A Look 
at Families of Mothers and Children," Marriage and 
Family Review 5 (Summer 1982):5-28; S.S. McLahan, 
"Family Structure and Stress: A Longitudinal Comparison 
of Two Parent and Female Headed Families," Journal of 
Marriage and the Family 45 (May 1983) : 347-358. 
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have on children enrolled in public schools. Such research 
may generate models to enhance family functioning and 
improve academic performance of children from these 
families. 
To facilitate an understanding of terms used in this 
study, it seems feasible to define major concepts. 
Definition of Terms 
Terms used in this study will be operationalized as 
follows : 
Single Female Either never married, legally separated, 
divorced or widowed female but not one 
who shares the household with a male 
partner who fulfills the role of spouse. 
Head of Household Person who resides with and has 
responsibility for one or more children 
enrolled in grades K-3 but excluding 
persons who are being compensated for 
child care as foster parent. 
Perception Mental image which the female parent has 
of her total functioning in the home. 
Parent-Child Need Tangibles and intangibles which heads 
of household believe to be desirable 
but not seen as available. 
Psychosocial Needs Personal needs resulting from the 
interplay between the individual and 
the environment. 
CHAPTER II 
REVIEW OF LITERATURE 
Consistent findings in the literature depict the 
American family in transition. The major change is from 
the two parent family to the one parent family which is 
headed by a female. These female household heads may be 
women who never married, those who are separated from a 
spouse, those who are divorced and those who are widowed. 
Much of the research on female headed households has been 
on the vulnerability of these families to poverty and on 
the social policies which perpetuate family conditions 
rather than on the impact of stressors which impact the 
family system. 
For about two decades researchers have associated 
psychological well-being with marital satisfaction. In 
fact, Gove and Associates-'- support previous research 
which documents the positive aspects of marriage as a 
contributor to psychological well-being and lower 
-'-W.R. Gove, et al, "Does Marriage Have Positive 
Effects on the Psychological Well-Being of the Individual?" 
Journal of Health and Social Behavior 24 (1983) : 122-131. 
6 
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incidence of mental distress. On the other hand, Brown 
and Gary^ indicate that although "nonmarrieds" do not 
have a network that includes a spouse, there is 
indication that social networks of single females can 
encompass a number of supportive relationships. In 
support of the above finding, McLanahan, Wedemeyer and 
Adelberg^ report that nonmarried females are apt to 
compensate for the absence of a spouse by focusing their 
social support network around secondary relationships 
with female friends, family members, male friends and 
others. 
Ball^ reports that research on the general popula¬ 
tion of the United States shows that variables such as 
income, education, age and health have a strong impact on 
subjective well-being. Studies of black samples using 
these same variables have often produced findings which 
are contradictory to those for the general population. 
^Diana Robinson Brown and Lawrence E. Gary, 
"Social Support Network Differentials Among Married 
and Nonmarried Black Females," Psychology of Women 
Quarterly (June 1985), pp. 229-241. 
^S.S. McLanahan, N.V. Wedemeyer and T. Adelberg, 
"Network Structure, Social Support and Psychological 
Well-being in the Single-Parent Family," Journal of 
Marriage and the Family 43 (1981) : 601-612. 
^Richard E. Ball, "Marital Status, Household 
Structure, and Life Satisfaction of Black Women," 
Social Problems 30 (April 1983) : 400-409. 
8 
For example, studies on the general population have shown 
a positive correlation between education and income. In 
the black population, additional education may have 
little affect on income. 
Many researchers have attempted to describe black 
family functioning based on structure. For the most 
part, early literature indicates that black family 
structure is inherently deficient and the families 
themselves are a "web of pathology."^ Billingsley,^ 
however, postulated that black family functioning is 
related to attempts to fulfill intrinsic and extrinsic 
needs as household heads try to adjust to a goodness of 
fit in both the wider society and in the black community. 
In other words, according to Chestang,^ black families 
must have a duality of response as they attempt to meet 
psychosocial needs. In keeping with this hypothesis, 
several investigators have argued that black families, 
^Daniel P. Moynihan, The Negro Family: A Case 
for National Action. (Washington, DC: U.S. Department 
of Labor, 1985). 
^Andrew Billingsley, "Family Functioning in the 
Low-Income Black Community," Social Casework (December 
1969), pp. 563-572. 
^Leon Chestang, "Character Development in a Hostile 
Environment," in Life Span Development, ed. Martin Bloom 
(New York: Macmillan Company, 1980), pp. 40-50. 
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regardless of structure, have been adaptive, resilient 
and effective in socializing members and in interacting 
with the environment because of social networks and 
social systems.® 
After examining data from 178 middle-income domestic 
units, 28 percent one parent homes, McAdoo® contends that 
extended family support networks are important to 
adequate black family functioning at all socio-economic 
levels. 
She maintains that one parent families are at a distinct 
disadvantage in terms of upward mobility as upwardly 
mobile patterns in black families indicate that education 
and achievement are practically impossible without 
extended family support. On the other hand, some other 
researchers note that "significant others" from all 
segments of the wider community have provided a social 
support system in black families. 
®See for example, Joyce A. Ladner, Tomorrow1s 
Tomorrow; The Black Woman (New York: Doubleday, 
1971); Robert Hill, Strengths of Black Families (New 
York; Emerson Hall, 1971): Barbara Solomon, Black 
Empowerment (New York: Columbia University Press, 
1976); Robert Staples, "The Myth of the Black 
Matriarchy," The Black Scholar (February 1970), 
pp. 9-16. 
^Harriet McAdoo, ed., Black Families (Beverly 
Hills: Sage Publisher, 1981), pp. 155-169. 
-*-®Marsha Weinraub and Barbara Wolf, "Effects of 
Stress and Social Supports on Mother-Child Inter¬ 
actions in Single and Two-Parent Families," Child 
(Footnote Continued) 
10 
Social Networks, Stress, Coping and Parent Child 
Interaction 
Weinraub and Wolfl"- studied social networks, coping 
abilities, life stresses and mother-child interaction in 14 
single mothers and their preschool children and 14 matched 
married women and their children. Mothers were 22+ years 
old; their children were 27-54 months old. Single parents 
tended to be more socially isolated than married parents. 
They worked longer hours, received less emotional and 
parental support, tended to have less stable social networks 
and experienced more potentially stressful life events, 
reduced social contact, decreased parenting support and 
limited hours of maternal employment. 
In a similar study Lindbald-Goldberg and Dukes^ 
addressed the issue of differences in social networks of 
functional and dysfunctional low-income, female-headed 
families. Using a sample of 126 urban black families in 
which 70 were classified as functional and 56 as 
dysfunctional, they found dysfunctional families 
(Footnote Continued) 
Development 54 (October 1983): 1297-1311; Marion 
Lindbald-Goldberg and Joyce Lynn Dukes, "Social Support 
in Black Low-Income, Single-Parent Families: Normative 
and Dysfunctional Patterns," American Journal of 
Orthopsychiatry 55 (January 1985):42-58. 
-'■■'■Weinraub and Wolf, pp. 1297-1311. 
■'•^Lindbald-Goldberg and Dukes, pp. 42-58. 
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evidenced asymmetrical reciprocity within the network 
relationships and had more stressful home environments 
than did normative families. They suggest that it may be 
the quality of the social network rather than the 
quantity that determines the effectiveness of the 
family's functioning within the network. It was 
ascertained that asymmetry in the relationship can 
produce felt debts and obligations that make the easy 
give-and-take of emotional and instrumental assistance 
difficult. This type of social network is likely to 
endure, maintain or augment stress. Not only may such 
networks fail to enable the individual to cope with 
stress but their structure may promote anxiety in the 
person and perpetuate the dysfunctional structure 
of the social network itself. 
A few investigators are beginning to examine factors 
which seem to enhance functioning in single parent 
households. Brown and Gary^ for example, found no 
significant differences in functioning between the 91 
married and 183 unmarried women in their sample that were 
related to contacts with relatives and friends. They did 
find that married mothers depended primarily upon friends 
13 
13 Brown and Gary, pp. 229-241. 
12 
for emotional support, whereas single mothers received 
financial support, emotional support and child care from 
friends. 
Several researchers have investigated the impact of 
stress in nontraditional families. Eiduson^-4 studied the 
extent to which alternative family styles differed from 
nuclear families with respect to interpersonal strife and 
conflict. Using data from 50 single mother families, 50 
social-contract families and 50 communal-living groups, 
she found that the single mother family was most 
susceptible to stress. Richard1^ found through her 
therapeutic experiences with single mothers that 
economic, social and emotional problems encountered by 
female single parents differed from those of male single 
parents and that issues which caused emotional and 
interpersonal problems often seemed unrelated to economic 
and financial concerns. 
After examining the Social Readjustment Rating Scale 
14Bernice T. Eiduson, "Conflict and Stress in 
Nontraditional Families: Impact on Children," Annual 
Progress in Child Psychiatry and Child Development (Los 
Angeles: University of California School of Medicine, 
1984), pp. 251-262. 
■'--’Jill Richard, "Addressing Stress Factors in 
Single-Parent Women-Headed Households Special Issue: 
Current Feminist Issues in Psychotherapy," Women and 
Therapy (Fall 1982), pp. 15-27. 
13 
in terms of the emotional, behavioral and physiological 
reactions to stress encountered by single working 
mothers, Beck-*-^ suggested that even the most resilient 
working mother must perform a delicate balancing act to 
avoid becoming the victim of stress related illnesses. 
She indicated that current employment trends which 
highlight job-splitting or job-sharing schemes, shorter 
work week, increased leisure, and flexitime are 
innovative measures for dealing with the dilemmas of the 
single working mother. 
Psychosocial Needs 
Family oriented benefit programs have been 
identified as crucial to unmet needs of single female 
parents. Foremost among these are benefits that provide 
for child care and focus on the specific needs of single 
parent families. A few companies are responding with 
innovative fringe benefits programs which assist 
employees with essential aspects of working parenthood, 
such as day/after school care facilities. Others provide 
tax-free reimbursement accounts from which employees may 
withdraw funds on an annual basis to cover major annual 
expenses such as child care and legal services. A few 
l^jane Beck, "Problems Encountered by the Single 
Working Mother," Beck Association of Personnel Training 
Consultants 27 (May 1984) : 577-584. 
14 
others provide employees with vouchers to cover all or 
part of their child care expenses. 
Hill-Scott-*-^ found from a study of the availability 
and nature of child care services, needs, characteris¬ 
tics, and preferences that the need for child care is 
especially crucial in the black community. She concluded 
that services are inadequate and needs are unmet. 
Subsidized child care in low-income areas was believed to 
be the best approach to meeting needs and insuring 
availability of services. 
Using data from 23 single heterosexual mothers with 
51 children and 20 single lesbian mothers with 43 
children, Pagelow1® found that both groups reported 
oppression in housing, employment, child care and freedom 
of association. Perceived oppression was greater for 
lesbian mothers who counterbalanced their perceptions by 
developing high levels of independence. 
^Karen Hill-Scott, "Child Care in the Black 
Community," Journal of Black Studies 10 (September 
1970) : 7 8-97. 
■*-®Mildren D. Pagelow, "Heterosexual and Lesbian 
Single Mothers: A Comparison of Problems, Coping and 




The head of a family is expected to "establish an 
income, maintain a household, develop social and 
emotional relationships and relate to children in a way 
that makes them productive members of society. Yet, 
there are few institutionalized sources or guidelines 
which permit single female heads of households to 
accomplish these tasks. Recent studies on the problems 
faced by female heads of households indicate that the 
most serious experiences they have in performing their 
roles are lack of money, lack of food and clothes, 
serious illness in the family and breakdown of major 
appliances.^ 
Kazak and Linney^l found in their sample of 47 
divorced single females that subjects perceived their 
greatest competence in the role of parenting while they 
perceived themselves least competent in the role of 
■*-^Tina u. Howard and Frank C. Johnson, "An Ecological 
Approach to Practice with Single Parent Families," 
Social Casework (October 1985), pp. 482-489. 
^Rosemary Sarri, "Federal Policy Changes and the 
Feminization of Poverty," Child Welfare (May-June 1985), 
pp. 235-247; Robert Kelly and Eleanor Sheldon, "The 
Effects of Unemployment on People's Lives in Detroit," 
Detroit, IL: Wayne State University Department of 
Sociology, 1983. 
^Anne E. Kazak and Jean Linney, "Stress Coping 
and Life Change in the Single Parent Family," American 
Journal of Community Psychology (April 1983) , 
pp. 207-220. 
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self-supporter. For subjects separated less than three 
years, the social participant role was the one perceived 
least competent. Providing adequate child care and 
supervision, household management and developing an 
independent social life were found to be major challenges 
of the employed single female parent by Jones. ^2 Hulse^ 
attempted to address these issues through the multiple 
mentoring technique which aids single mothers through 
networking and support processes which address academic 
and employment goals. Groups were used to focus on 
personal growth and general problem-solving and coping 
skills. Social outlets were provided within the group 
shared-outlook framework. 
Summary 
The single female headed household has become a 
growing social phenomenon. In 1984, about 88 percent of 
12 million children lived in households headed by women. 
In 1982, about 42 percent of all black families with 
^Sherrill C. Jones, "Going to Work: A Challenging 
Time for Single Mother," Journal of Employment Counseling 
21 (March 1984):7-12. 
^Diane Hulse, "Multiple Mentoring with Single 
Mothers," Journal of Employment Counseling 21 (March 
1984) : 31-37. 
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young children were maintained by women. It is predicted 
that women may head over 50 percent of the black families 
by 1990. 
Families headed by women usually live below the 
poverty line. If these are among the 70 percent of poor 
black families, they are most likely to have the lowest 
median income of any family type. These are also likely 
to be the families which have difficulty meeting 
extrinsic and intrinsic needs and the ones to be most 
challenging to educators who attempt to meet individual 
student needs in a rising minority public school 
population. 
Researchers who have described black family 
functioning contend that regardless of structure black 
families may range from resilient and healthy to 
dysfunctional and pathological depending on their access 
to social support networks and their response to 
interaction with the environment. 
Notwithstanding family structure, social networks, 
support systems or coping mechanisms in households, 
research findings provide little data on how single 
female heads of household define their psychological and 
social needs. Since it is believed that individuals are 
capable of describing their own needs, it is necessary to 
gain additional knowledge about the perceptions which 
female heads of household have of their needs. 
CHAPTER III 
THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 
Varied theoretical perspectives have been utilized to 
understand human interaction. Efforts by social workers, 
psychologists and sociologists to gain insight into this 
area consistently lead to a discussin of social systems 
theory and social networks. 
Social Systems Theory 
"Social Systems theory provides a framework for 
gaining an appreciation of the entire range of elements 
that bear on a social problem including the social units 
involved, their expansive and dynamic characteristics, 
their interactions, and the implications of change in one 
as it affects all others.In all transactions there is 
a dynamic pattern of relatedness of parts to a whole so 
that whatever affects one part affects all parts to some 
degree.^ in other words, social systems theory helps 
-'■Howard Goldstein, Social Work Practice: A Unitary 
Approach. (Columbia, SC: University of South Carolina 
Press, 1973), pp. 110-111. 




interpret how persons, groups, organizations and 
communities affect one another in their existence. 
Causation is multidimensional and multidirectional. 
Any change in any part of the network affects other parts 
but does not determine the total network. Behavior is 
not determined by a single act but rather by the 
interaction and mutual causation of all systems and 
subsystems. Thus, Anderson and Carter contend that 
causation is perspectivistic or relative to the focus one 
has at a particular moment. This perspective determines 
one's views of the nature and importance of an event.^ 
The family is a social system. Interplay in the 
family's socio-cultural environment can cause members to 
respond to forces from within the family and on the 
outside of it. In contrast to closed systems in science 
and mathematics, a social system is open and in constant 
process of change. A social system boundary will define 
what goes in and what comes out. A boundary may be thin 
and permeable or rigid and impermeable. If it is 
(Footnote Continued) 
Human Behavior in the Social Environment: A Social Systems 
Approach, 3rd ed. (Hawthorne, NY: Aldine Publishers, 1984), 
pp. 3-9; Walter Buckley, Sociology and Modern Systems 
Theory (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall, 1967), p. 41; 
Gordon Hearn, ed., The General Systems Approach: 
Contributions Toward an Holistic Conception of Social 
Work (New York: Council on Social Work Education, 1969). 
•^Anderson and Carter, pp. 5-7. 
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impermeable, the family system will be rather isolated 
from other systems. 
The way a social system deals with demands on it 
depends on its ability to adjust, interact and 
accommodate the diversity of external forces. These 
forces may be norms, values, rules and instructions from 
the larger society about expectations and performance. 
If rules and instructions are incongruent with the 
system's ability to adapt, conflict and defiance will 
result.^ 
An extensive body of sociological and 
anthropological literature speaks to the concept of 
networks as a means of linking individuals and families.^ 
Social Work literature has made use of broad dimensions 
of this concept to describe social support networks.^ 
A social network is seen as the relational structure 
through which people request support and make demands. 
On the other hand, a social support network is seen as a 
set of interconnected relationships among a group of 
^Goldstein, pp. 112. 
^p.E. Pollster, "Network Analysis and the Logic of 
Social Support," in Evaluation and Action in the Social 
Environment, ed. R.H. Price and P.E. Pollster (New York: 
Academic, 1980), p. 71. 
°James K. Whitaker and James Garbarino, Social 
Support Networks: Informal Helping in the Human Services 
(New York: Aldine, 1983), p. 5. 
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people that provides patterns of nurturance and 
reinforcement in efforts to cope with life on a day to 
day basis.^ Social support networks often grow out of 
groups but may be created by professionals to enhance, 
complement and offer alternatives to individuals who need 
help in problem solving. 
The ecological perspective is essential to 
understanding the impact of interplay between 
individuals, families, societies and social functioning. 
The process of mutual adaptation and accommodation causes 
behavior to shift subtly or drastically. Thus, one must 
be aware of how conditions surrounding interaction 
affect, shape or force patterns of interaction. While 
supportive family networks may inoculate members 
emotionally and materially during a crisis, families 
isolated from supports are vulnerable to medical and 
psychosocial difficulties. 
Schools can be fertile grounds for developing and 
using social support networks as a means of enhancing the 
relationship between home and school and improving 
academic performance of students.® The National Public 
School Relations Association reports that social support 
^Ibid., p. 8. 
8Ibid., p. 252. 
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programs do much to improve school-community relations by 
repairing and reinforcing the natural links that already 
exist between the two.^ 
Summary 
Social systems theory, social support networks and 
the ecological perspective provide a theoretical 
framework for understanding human transactions. Social 
systems theory helps interpret how individuals, groups, 
organizations and communities affect one another through 
a pattern of relatedness of parts to a whole. Whatever 
affects one part affects all parts to some degree. 
A social support network is seen as a set of 
interconnected relationships which provides patterns of 
nurturance and reinforcement in efforts to cope with life 
on a day to day basis. Social support networks usually 
grow out of groups but professionals may create them to 
enhance, complement and offer alternatives to individuals 
who need help in problem solving. Human service 
professionals find that using an ecological perspective 
facilitates an understanding of the impact of the 
interplay between individuals and their environment. 
Social systems theory, social support networks and 
^Ibid., p. 263. 
23 
the ecological perspective are often introduced in social 
work literature as a means of understanding 
interconnectedness and relationships between families and 
their environment. Individuals and groups are affected 
by the interplay in the socio-cultural environment and 
will attempt to adjust, interact or accommodate the 
diversity of external and internal forces. Families 





The sample for this study was chosen from female 
heads of households who had children enrolled in 
elementary schools in the Birmingham City School System 
during the 1986-87 school year. From the 59 schools 
which enrolled students in grades K-3, three schools 
which met the following criteria were chosen to recruit 
household heads to participate in the study. Schools 
were geographically located in the northern, western or 
southern section of the city; students in each school 
were enrolled in K-3 in two or more sections of 
eachgrade; single females headed at least 50 percent of 
the households according to school enrollment records and 
the 1980 census. Since black female heads of households 
were the target population, schools in the eastern 
section which usually enroll large numbers of 
non-minorities were not considered. 
The entire population of eligible household heads in 
the 39 classes of three targeted schools was invited to 
participate in the study. 
25 
All potential subjects were informed of the purpose 
of the study, that their participation was voluntary, and 
that there would be complete anonymity. 
Instrument 
The investigator developed an instrument for data 
collection from the format of the following standardized 
surveys: the Family Environment Scale (FES) which 
measures multidimensional characteristics of support, The 
Parenting Stress Index (PSI), and the Single Parenting 
Questionnaire(SPQ). 
A Likert type instrument which contained 37 possible 
participant responses was designed to collect data from 
the head of household. Specifically, data were sought to 
obtain the participant's profile and to describe the 
participant's perception of her (1) role performance, (2) 
social support networks, and (3) parent, child 
interaction. Included in the instrument were questions 
which helped to describe: 
1. Nature and intensity of personal 
relationships—the degree to which head of household 
feels satisfied with the kind of interaction she has with 
friends, family members and children. 
2. Personal growth and self-enhancement--the 
degree to which head of household perceives she has been 
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able to improve her life through education, training, 
employment. 
3. System maintenance—the degree to which head of 
household feels she is able to provide for the needs of 
her household, including the nurturing and care of her 
children. 
4. Personal profile—information on age, 
education, income, household residents. 
The instrument was pretested on a group of single 
heads of household. A few changes were made to clarify 
the meaning of some statements as a result of the 
pre-test. 
Data Collection Procedure 
The investigator met with principals and homeroom 
teachers in the schools selected for participation in the 
study to enlist their cooperation and discuss procedures 
for distributing the instrument to parents. Each school 
decided on the most appropriate time for initiating the 
procedures. 
Copies of the instrument, along with directions for 
completion, were placed in envelopes for homeroom 
teachers to send to respondents. Teachers coordinated 
their efforts to avoid sending more than one instrument 
to a head of household who had more than one child 
enrolled in grades K-3. When the instrument was 
completed by the head of household, the participant 
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sealed the instrument in theenvelope and returned it to 
the homeroom teacher by the child. Each homeroom teacher 
collected instruments and placed them in a box in the 
principal's office. Completed instruments were collected 
by the investigator for analysis. 
Four hundred twenty (420) questionnaires were made 
available to homeroom teachers in the target schools. 
Teachers sent 350 questionnaires to parents by students. 
Of those questionnaires distributed, 175 were returned 
(50 percent). Twenty-one of the questionnaires which 
were returned were not usable (12 percent). Thus, the 
sample consisted of 154 of the 175 respondents or 88 
percent of those contacted for participation in the 
study. 
The study and procedure followed were sanctioned by 
the Department of Research, Birmingham Board of 
Education. 
Statistical Procedure and Data Analysis 
Since the objective of this study was to obtain a 
description of the population from the mass data, 
frequency analysis and descriptive statistics were chosen 
as mathematical models for data analysis. These 
procedures provided information on what was typical in 
the population, extremes of variation, and the percent of 
the population which fell in each category. The Walonick 
Statistical Package(STATPAC) was used to perform all 
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computations. This analysis package is similar to the 
mainframe package used in the Statistical Package for the 
Social Sciences (SPSS). 
Sub scale scores were obtained on the following 
independent variables: psychosocial needs, social 
support, social roles and parent-child interaction. 
Single female head of household was the dependent 
variable. 
-'-Walonick Associates, Statistical Analysis Package 
(STATPAC, 6.0) (Minneapolis, MN: 1986). 
CHAPTER V 
FINDINGS 
This chapter will provide a demographic profile of 
participants, present the findings of the study, and 
address the questions posed in Chapter I through a 
presentation of the results from the questionnaire. The 
questions asked were: 
. What psychosocial needs to single female heads 
of household perceive that they have? 
. To what extent do single female heads of house¬ 
hold believe that they are meeting their social 
role expectations? 
. To what extent do female heads of household 
believe they have sufficient social support 
networks? 
. To what extent are female heads of household 
satisfied with their parent-child interaction? 
Demographic Data 
The median age of respondents was 29 years with a 
range from 20 to 59 years. Based on an item-scaled score 
for education, respondents reported a median education 
level of 4 (vocational school or some college training). 
Findings as reported in Table I indicated that the median 
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number of children living in these households were 2 and 
for both males and females, the youngest children were 
primary school age (6). The median age of the oldest 
children in the household was slightly higher for females 
(14) when compared to males (11). Most of the 
respondents reported no other persons living in 
households with them and their children. 
TABLE 1 
DEMOGRAPHIC DATA ON HOUSEHOLDS 
Demographic Characteristics Median Range n* Response 
Age 29 20-59 152 98.7 
Education ** 4 1-5 152 98.7 
Number of Children 
Residing in Home 2 1-5 153 99.4 
Age of Youngest Child 
Female 6 1-18 110 68.2 
Male 6 1-16 105 71.4 
Age of Oldest Child 
Female 14 5-24 16 13.0 
Male 11 5-21 20 10.4 
Others Than Children 
Living in Household 0 0-4 147 95.5 
* Actual responses from total cases - 154 
**Median score based on item-scaled ranking for educational 
level. (Vocational School or some college) 
Economic categories were grouped to assess financial 
resources available to respondents. Frequency percentages 
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presented breakdowns of levels of education, employment 
status, family income and other sources of income. 
Education attainment was studied because it has been 
consistently shown that the level of educational 
achievement is both directly and indirectly associated 
with socio-economic status. Fifty-three percent of the 
respondents had gone beyond high school to vocational 
school or some college training and one-third of the 
group were college graduates or had matriculated in 
professional schools (17.8). Slightly over half of the 
respondents (52.9) reported that they were employed, 
compared to the 47 percent who were not. Annual incomes 
below $5,000 were reported by 51 percent of the sample 
with 38 percent reporting incomes in the $5,000 to 
$10,000 category. Only 10 percent of the sample reported 
income in the highest category of $20,000 or above. 
Sources of income, excluding employment, indicated that a 
high percentage of respondents depended on Aid to 
Dependent Children. Income was obtained from Social 
Security, pensions, disability, and relatives, however, 
13 percent reported contributions from the children's 
fathers as a source of income. These findings are 
summarized in Table 2. 
Analysis of Variables 
Subgroup percentages of the independent variables 
were computed by frequency distributions to describe the 
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TABLE 2 
ECONOMIC RESOURCES RELATED TO PSYCHOSOCIAL NEEDS 
Categories Percent n* 
Levels of Education 152 
1 - 8th grade 2.6 4 
9 - 11th grade 15.1 23 
High school graduate 29.6 45 
Vocational or some college 34.9 53 
College graduate/ 
Professional school 17.8 27 
Employment Status 153 
None 47.0 72 
Part-time 17.6 27 
Full-time 35.3 54 
Family Income 154 
less than $5,000 50.6 78 
$5,000-$10,000 18.8 28 
$10,000-$15,000 18.8 28 
$15,000-$20,000 5.4 8 
$20,000 + 4.7 7 
Sources of Income 85 
ADC 62.4 53 
Social Security 16.8 14 
Disability 3.5 3 
Pensions 1.2 1 
Relatives 3.5 3 
Children's Father 12.9 11 
*Actual responses from total cases—154 
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level of satisfaction and perception of how well 
psychosocial needs were being met. 
Psychosocial Needs 
On analysis of the items measuring psychosocial 
needs, it was shown that there were two areas where 
satisfaction among respondents was low. Over half of the 
respondents were dissatisfied with their living 
conditions 54.8) and levels of education (52.7). 
Sixty-eight percent felt that their goals were within 
reach and 52 percent reported that they set short and 
long range goals. Fewer respondents perceived the need 
for a spouse to improve their situation (33.9). Only 
one-third perceived bad luck as affecting their ability 
to improve their situation. 
Social Support 
Respondents answered that in most cases they turn to 
family rather than friends for social support.* Almost 
half of the respondents (49.3) felt that they could 
depend on family for aid, although a slightly higher 
percent felt that they could not depend on aid from the 
family often (50.8). Forty-two percent wished that they 
had family support. Most respondents do not attend 
monthly meetings of organizations which could provide 
*Only 25 percent of the respondents turning to friends 
often for support while 75 percent turned to family. 
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support services for them and their children (73.8 
percent). 
Social Roles 
A very high percent of respondents perceived 
themselves as being good parents (92.1) and as doing as 
well as other single parents (82.2). Although 68 percent 
felt that they could provide for their families' 
emotional needs, fewer felt that they could provide as 
often for basic material needs (55.0). Overall, a 
majority of respondents felt that they could provide for 
both material and emotional needs of the family. 
Observing the proportion of respondents who scored lower 
on their perceived ability to meet social roles, 45 
percent felt that they could not adequately meet basic 
needs and an even lower percentage felt that they could 
not meet emotional needs often (31.9). Forty-six percent 
felt frustrated that they could not meet the families' 
needs. 
Parent-Child Interactions 
The respondents' overall perceptions of parent-child 
interactions were favorable. A majority of respondents 
were satisfied with the time that they spent with their 
children (61.8). Seventy-five percent set aside time for 
children and 89 percent enjoyed the time spent with 
children. Response percentages indicated that 75 percent 
of the sample did not perceive their time with children 
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as being limited by a hectic schedule. The category 
which seemed to have scored lower was the ability to go 
places with children. Fifty-one percent of the sample 
rarely went places with children. Table 3 summarizes 
perceptions of psychosocial needs. 
Global Measures of Respondents' Perceptions 
Frequency distributions were computed to generate a 
global measure of factors which were determined to be 
associated with overall levels of satisfaction and 
perceived ability to meet psychosocial needs. These 
findings are shown in Table 3. 
The data indicated that except for childcare 
arrangements, the overall levels of satisfaction were 
low. The highest measure of dissatisfaction was found in 
the income category (87.7). Respondents also indicated 
that they felt a high level of dissatisfaction about 
their free time (65.3), housing (63.2) and education 
(61.6). Over half of the respondents (57.9) were 
dissatisfied with their social life. 
The perceived ability to meet the demands of single 
motherhood was positive. For all categories, respondents 
rated themselves as being in control and able to meet 
demands. Household tasks (78.1), childcare needs (86.7), 
financial (58.0) and emotional needs (78.3) were 
variables included in this category. To sommarize 
perceptions of ability, an overall measure was taken with 
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TABLE 3 
RESPONSE PERCENTAGES OF SAMPLE PERCEPTIONS 
OF PSYCHOSOCIAL NEEDS 
Subgroup Categories Often Rarely n* 
Psychosocial Needs 
Satisfied with living conditions 45.2 54.8 124 
Spouse would improve situation 66.1 33.9 112 
Education is adequate 47.3 52.7 129 
Goals are within reach 68.0 32.0 125 
Sets short and long term goals 52.8 47.4 129 
Bad luck is an obstacle 31.5 68.5 108 
Sources of Social Support 
Family 53.8 46.3 131 
Friends 25.0 75.0 116 
Support groups 26.2 73.8 126 
Ability to Meet Social Roles 
Family's basic needs 55.0 44.9 138 
Family's emotional needs 
Frustration due to inability to 
68.1 31.9 141 
meet needs 46.6 53.4 133 
Am a good parent 
Do as well as other single 
92.1 7.9 140 
parents 
Parent/Child Interaction 
82.2 17.7 141 
Satisfied with time spent with 
children 61.8 38.2 136 
Go places with children 49.3 50.7 138 
Sets aside time for children 66.9 33.1 142 
Hectic schedule limits time 24.8 75.2 125 
Enjoys time with children 88.8 11.2 142 
★ Based on actual responses from total sample of 154 
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TABLE 4 
GLOBAL MEASURE OF RESPONDENTS' LEVEL 






Income 12.3 87.7 122 
Housing 36.9 63.2 122 
Child Care Arrangements 67.0 33.1 118 
Social Life 42.0 57.9 119 
Education/Skills 38.3 61.6 120 
Free Time 34.7 65.3 121 
*Based on actual responses from total sample of 154 
74 percent reporting that they perceived themselves to be 
able to take care of the needs of themselves and their 
families. 
Respondents were asked to rate what they felt was 
the one thing that would help them improve their 
situation. Three-fourths of the respondents rated income as 
their greatest need (72.8) as shown in Table 5. 
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TABLE 5 
RESPONDENTS' PRIMARY PSYCHOSOCIAL NEEDS 




Return to School 2.0 
No Child Worries 1.2 
Other 2.0 
Actual response percentages n = 151 
CHAPTER VI 
SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS, IMPLICATIONS 
This study has provided some indications of how 
single female heads of household perceive their 
psychosocial needs. Chapter I described the problem and 
the rationale for the study. Chapter II provided a 
survey of the literature and Chapter III provided the 
theoretical framework. Chapter IV presented the 
methodology and Chapter V reported the findings of the 
study. 
Summary of Findings 
Participants in this study were black single female 
heads of household who had children enrolled in grades 
K-3 in three schools in the Birmingham, Alabama City 
School System. The 154 participants ranged in age from 
20 to 59. The average respondent was 29 years of age; 
was a high school graduate with some vocational or 
college training; lived in a household with two 
children—the youngest child was six; the oldest female 
child was 14 and the oldest male was 11. The family 
lived at or below the poverty level, having an annual 
income less than $5,000 and not more than $10,000 
(n=106). The head of household was likely to be employed 
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either part-time or full time (n=81). The next major 
source of income was Aid to Dependent Children (n=53) 
while Social Security and aid from the children's father 
combined were a distant second (n=25). 
Most participants were dissatisfied with their 
living conditions and levels of education. However, they 
set short and long range goals (n=129) and felt their 
goals were within reach (n=125). Likewise, respondents 
did not perceive bad luck as the cause of their present 
situation. 
Participants perceived themselves as good parents 
(n=140) who do as well as other single parents (n=141). 
Most participants believed that they could provide for 
emotional needs (n=141) as well as basic material needs 
of the family (n=138) . They were frustrated, however, 
when they were unable to provide for needs of the family 
(n=133). 
The participants perceived that they spent adequate 
time with their children (n=136), enjoyed time spent with 
the children (n=142) but about 50 percent rarely went any 
place with the children. 
Participants turn to family for social support more 
than they turn to friends but wish they had more social 
support from family members. A noteworthy finding seems 
to be that about 75 percent of the participants do not 
use formal structured organizations which could provide 
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services for their children (n=126). Thus, these 
families have not made use of support groups in the 
community. 
Generally, single female heads of household believed 
that they could meet the demands of the family but their 
greatest need was to improve their income and their 
social life. Many wrote comments on the questionnaire to 
indicate that a job or more money would solve their major 
problems. A few even asked, "Can you get me a job?" 
Conclusions 
The findings support the assumption that female 
heads of households have many psychosocial needs. 
Primarily, psychosocial needs appear to be related to 
accessibility and availability of economic resources. 
For all measurements of socioeconomic variables, there 
was a strong indication that the majority of sample 
respondents perceived themselves to be in need of more 
income. Descriptive measures of demographic 
characteristics corresponded to the perceived economic 
needs of respondents. Factors which appeared to have the 
greatest impact on their perceptions were: 1) the amount 
and availability of adequate income; 2) employment 
status; and 3) level of education. 
A disproportionate number of respondents were found 
to be below or at poverty level. In addition, almost 
half had no employment, with only one-third working 
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full-time. Based on the income categories presented, 
full-time employment did not seem to effect a substantial 
increase in income. It may be safe to assume that 
economic rewards were even more limited for those working 
part-time. 
Because employment status has a direct impact on 
available income, the question must be raised as to why 
those who reported unemployment are not working. Based 
on the findings, 22 percent reported that small children 
accounted for their unemployment, and 16 percent cited 
school enrollment as a reason for being unemployed. 
Thirteen percent were temporarily laid off and the same 
proportion reported health reasons. Twenty-four percent 
cited "other" as a reason for unemployment, including 
health of family members and cannot find a job. Special 
circumstances seemed to account for the majority of the 
respondents' unemployment status. 
Source of Income 
Sources of other income other than employment were 
also reported. The main source of income for the 
unemployed was Aid to Dependent Children (ADC). The fact 
that the present research has indicated a large 
proportion of unemployed females in this study are 
dependent upon ADC may appear to substantiate the widely 
held stereotypical view that persons receiving welfare 
funds do not want to work. Such an assumption here is 
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treated as unconfirmed and in essence fallacious, given 
that the data seem to indicate a high level motivation 
among respondents. A majority of respondents reported 
that they set short and long term goals. Even more felt 
that their goals were within reach. 
As mentioned earlier in this research, education has 
consistently found to be directly and indirectly cor¬ 
related with socioeconomic status. Almost all of the 
respondents had at least a high school education and over 
half of those had pursued college, vocational or 
professional school training. Again, it must be pointed 
out that, based on the findings of this study, higher 
education for this group has not proved to increase 
income significantly. A majority of respondents seemed 
to desire more education. Nevertheless, the global 
measure of education showed that while respondents 
desired more education, they were basically satisfied 
with their achieved educational levels. 
Discussion of the findings related to psychosocial 
perceptions and needs must be extended to the larger 
framework as previously outlined in this research. While 
the present research doesn't lend itself to causal 
association and empirically tested statements, the intent 
here is to offer possible explanations of perceptions 
emergent in the findings. 
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Availability and Accessibililty of Resources 
Availability and accessibility to greater economic 
resources seem to be associated with the ability of 
respondents to enter into a competitive job market. 
While about one-fourth of the unemployed indicated that 
they are in school, there seems to be a need for better 
educational opportunities for those employed and 
unemployed alike. Considering the fact that single heads 
of households must bear the sole responsibility for 
economic maintenance of their homes, there does not seem 
to be an easy alternative for those who might actually 
require specialized or further educational training. 
Those who are employed may find themselves so dependent 
upon the income derived from their jobs that risking 
unemployment for further education may not be an option. 
Financial needs coupled with parental requirements again 
may eliminate opportunities for single mothers to work 
and go to school simultaneously. Most of the reasons 
given for unemployment seems to indicate a set of 
special circumstances often prohibits employment of some 
single mothers. Thus, services and programs geared to 
enhance education and employment opportunities must also 
be compatible with other demands that single mothers must 
meet, particularly where adverse, unique or diverse 
situations exist. 
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In recent years, attention has focused on the 
financial responsibility of absent fathers by collecting 
child support payments to alleviate the burden placed on 
state and federal welfare systems for the support of 
children. But based on the data presented here, less 
than one-fourth of the sample received any aid from 
fathers. If there remains to be a community and legal 
consensus that fathers should be required to support 
their children, perhaps some of the economic burdens will 
be lifted from the mothers and the welfare system. 
Although most of the discussion of psychosocial 
needs has centered on economic resources, other 
psychosocial perceptions should be analyzed. 
A majority of the respondents were not satisfied 
with their living conditions. Although housing may 
reflect socioeconomic status, the relative opportunity 
for housing offered to single women when compared to 
married couples becomes an important consideration for 
psychosocial needs. This need seems critical as studies 
show that single and divorced women are the least 
desirable tenants in the rental and housing markets. 
Although many of the rigid qualifications and 
discriminatory practices have been lifted from federal 
housing subsidies, those who do not have adequate income 
and employment continue to be barred from home ownership. 
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Social Role Expectations 
One of the assumptions put forth in this research 
was that the greatest area of need for single female 
heads of households was the ability to meet social role 
expectations. This assumption was not supported by the 
findings of this research. Overall, a majority perceived 
themselves as being capable of meeting basic and 
emotional needs; and an overwhelming majority indicated 
that they were good parents. While the ability to meet 
social role expectations did not appear to present a 
difficult challenge to those surveyed, it must be pointed 
out that a larger proportion felt that they were able to 
meet basic material needs. The issue of economic 
resources, therefore, has a spillover effect into other 
areas of psychosocial concern. 
Taking into consideration that the sample was found 
to be more economically disadvantaged, the ability to 
handle emotional demands adequately may seem 
questionable. The present research does not propose to 
argue the findings as indicated by sample respondents, 
yet the analysis of social role expectations may require 
some insight as to the social systems which dictate 
social role behavior. 
The contention here is that "perceptions" of 
respondents may be based on sociocultural attitudes of 
the minority community in which they were socialized. 
The black community represents a social system wherein 
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cultural values and norms define specific beliefs and 
practices of its members. Because this minority 
community has functioned historically as a closed social 
network, the definition and relative importance of social 
roles may differ significantly from other cultural 
groups. In this case, the ability to meet social role 
expectations does not appear to be primarily or 
singularly defined by the ability to provide material 
goods, but rather by interpersonal and expressive 
encounters within the family unit. Emphasis on the 
emotional rather than material needs suggests that 
nurturance within these families takes precedence over 
other type role expectations. 
The cause for less emphasis on material provisions 
may be reflected by the relative economic position that 
blacks have occupied within the larger society. 
Inequality through institutional racism has historically 
barred minority group members from significant economic 
advancement. High unemployment rates and limited access 
to the primary labor market is one example of how blacks 
have been affected. Segregation also reinforced the 
closed social system that typified black communities, 
thereby resulting in an adaptive approach to their lower 
status by institution of their own ideological framework 
for defining behavior patterns. It is suggested that 
because many black families have not typically achieved a 
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standard of living comparable to the enjoyed by the 
larger society, social role expectations within the 
minority subculture have not been emphatically defined by 
material wealth. Furthermore, the need for families to 
influence their families' emotional and psychological 
well-being most likely required that attention be placed 
on issues of an emotional nature and fell under the 
control of the family. Therefore, as a social system, the 
family could structure alternative guidelines for 
behavior to ensure adequate coping skills required for 
life in an often hostile society. 
Socialization, which for many black women has 
emphasized a strong mother-child bond, may serve to 
further explain the sample perceptions of social roles. 
Many women in black communities have been reared in 
matrifocal homes where men were often absent or 
ineffectual as economic providers. Therefore, black 
women in many cases were psychologically groomed to be 
prepared to support their children, to be strong, 
assertive and resourceful. Respondents seemed to say 
jobless and hopeless men were not valuable as mates. One 
must question the impact of role modeling and needs for 
male and female children in these homes. 
Social Support 
The ability to meet emotional needs more often than 
financial ones may also be related to the women's own 
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sources of emotional support. Although interpretations 
of findings on social support appear to be somewhat less 
definitive, there is evidence that the black family 
continues to be a major source for social support. 
Slightly over half of the sample reported that they 
turned to their families for support compared to the much 
lower percent who turned to friends. 
The black family as a source of support has been 
long recognized as a foundation from which blacks have 
drawn strength, nurturance and guidance. By making 
active use of extended family networks, blacks have found 
that kinship ties often provided the assistance necessary 
for adaptation to the larger society. In the past, it 
was not unusual for several family members to reside 
together where child care, financial and household 
responsibilities were shared. This pattern of 
interaction, while not as frequently found, may continue 
to exist for some black families. Sample members did not 
indicate that they lived with other family members, or in 
close geographical proximity to them to allow for family 
assistance, but the fact that so few reported problems 
with child care leads one to believe that there might 
have been such assistance. 
There was indication from the findings that many 
respondents did not have adequate support systems. 
Forty-six percent indicated that they rarely turned to 
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family and only 25 percent reported that they turned to 
friends. Assuming that about one-fourth of the sample 
did not have family or friends to turn to, the question 
arises as to where is support obtained by these women? 
Unquestionably, the black family continues to be an 
important source of support for the women in this study. 
However, changing trends may inevitably alter the type, 
nature and intensity of interaction between family 
members. For families across society, the extended 
network has become less obvious and available; and as 
blacks move toward greater assimilation into the larger 
society, the traditional black family structure will most 
likely change as well. Since the civil rights era, 
blacks have found more females working in full-time 
positions, thereby shrinking the available pool of family 
members who might be of assistance. In addition, 
migration and the struggle for upward mobility will 
continue to place distances between family members. It 
is questionable whether the black family can continue to 
function as an effective support system for single 
mothers. 
Most often emotional needs are obtained through 
primary relationships where there is a high level of 
intimacy. These relationships, which are formed with 
family and friends, also represent a source of identity 
and security, particularly during conflict. These groups 
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tend to be small with face to face interaction between 
members. 
In an increasingly modernized society, primary 
relationships have given way to those of a secondary 
nature. Secondary relations, existing within the major 
social institutions, offer support which cannot be 
acquired by intimate relationships. It is not the intent 
here to compare the pros and cons of each type 
relationship, primary and secondary. Rather the question 
of interest is whether single mothers with no other 
available support relationships look for support from 
professionals, organizations, or agencies. 
According to the data observed in this study, few 
women sought support elsewhere other than family or 
friends. Pending further data, it would be premature to 
suggest that the findings on this issue indicate 
conclusively that these women do not receive any support 
from institutions. Nevertheless, the findings may lead 
to the conclusion that there is a greater need for 
external support for single mothers. Respondents were 
specifically asked if they attended meetings which 
provided services for their children. Three-fourths of 
the total sample indicated that they did not attend 
meetings such as the PTA or volunteer groups. While the 
findings throughout the research indicate that children 
are very important in these households, the fact that 
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mothers do not attend these groups may suggest that the 
organizations are not perceived as rewarding or even 
relevant. Furthermore, these women seem to be taking on 
the total challenge of parenting--viewing it as their 
responsibility and only theirs. It may be that the women 
do not perceive these groups as support systems which may 
enrich their lives. On the other hand, these 
organizations, perhaps, do not deal with issues that are 
critical and sensitive to the needs of single females. 
It would be of interest for future research to assess 
mothers' perceptions of how their involvement in such 
groups can positively or negatively impact their 
parenting skills and the development of their children. 
Parent-Child Interaction 
Parent-child interaction for the single mothers 
studied was described as positive. The majority of 
respondents reported that they were satisfied with the 
time they spent with children and that they do set aside 
time specifically for their children. Very rarely did 
mothers indicate that they had a hectic schedule that 
limited time with their children. Almost the total 
sample enjoyed the time spent. 
On observation of the findings several questions 
should be raised regarding parent-child interaction. 
What types of activities are planned for scheduled time 
with the children? Is time spent for play or for taking 
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care of specific needs? What is the nature of the 
parent-child relationship—is the parent perceived as an 
authority figure or as a friend? How do children 
perceive the time spent with their mothers. What effects 
if any do constraints for outside activity affect the 
overall development of children. Future research should 
center upon such questions to determine the quality of 
parent-child interactions. 
The category where respondents showed the lowest 
score was that of measuring how often they go places with 
children. The low percentage of respondents who did go 
places may again reflect the importance of income for 
meeting certain needs. Mothers who are financially 
stressed may not be able to afford the outings that 
require money. 
Overall parent-child interaction seemed to correlate 
with the high percentage categories of the ability of 
mothers to meet social role expectations. The impression 
is given that children are an important asset in the home 
and are the primary focus of their mothers. Adequate 
time is available perhaps because there are fewer mothers 
working full-time. The absence of a spouse may also 
allow children to be companions for their mothers. 
Finally, the previously mentioned mother-child bond among 
black families may readily allow for enjoyable and 
unrestrictive interaction between mother and child. 
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Overall Assessment of Perceived Needs 
To arrive at a conclusive interpretation of the 
results, all of the findings must be viewed from a global 
standpoint. There seems to be a thin line for 
distinguishing perceived needs and what is actually 
attainable for the women who participated in this study. 
An overall assessment of their true level of satisfaction 
versus how well they adapt to a level of satisfaction 
given their unique roles must center upon their total 
interaction within their ecological systems and social 
networks. 
As reported in the findings, respondents have a high 
level of dissatisfaction with all areas of their life¬ 
styles. Economic variables continue to be perceived as 
most significantly detracting from their quality of life. 
Except for childcare arrangements, the respondents 
indicated that they have great needs to satisfy their 
personal, social, and financial requirements. Seemingly, 
contradictory to the reported level of satisfaction, the 
respondents felt that they could adequately maintain 
control over their immediate circumstances. It must be 
noted, however, that these women find themselves faced 
with a duality of role functions. On the one hand, they 
are functioning within the system from disadvantaged 
positions as minority single parents and their roles are 
often defined by their lack of resources. Yet, on the 
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other hand, in order to maximize their roles as single 
parents, they must struggle to interact with the larger 
society to achieve the resources that are not available. 
The subjective perceptions that the women held of their 
situations may also affect their response interaction 
with the larger social network. 
The strain that may emerge from attempting to deal 
with a multiplicity of demands can be supported by the 
high level of dissatisfaction reported on their amount of 
free time and social life. The findings indicate that 
the women may also be operating from a high level of 
stress. Because the women in this study have presented 
themselves as adaptive and capable, they do not appear to 
be apathetic or negligent of their duties. However, the 
total commitment to motherhood suggests that many are 
socially isolated from social activities which would 
provide outlets for personal self-fulfillment. Also, 
their lack of diverse social supports leaves them with 
very few options for sharing responsibilities. Although 
they are attempting to adapt within a complex social 
system, the system should be prepared to adjust and 
accommodate the needs that are evidenced. Mutual 
interaction between single mothers and the larger social 
network would seem to impact heavily on the ramifications 
of this type family structure. 
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Many times the disadvantaged are blamed for their 
own misfortune. The culture of poverty results in a 
sense of resignation, unwillingness to plan for the 
future and general apathy. This, however, does not 
appear to be the case according to the present study. 
Rather, the concern for better income, jobs and education 
clearly indicates that there is motivation for promoting 
a higher level of living. The focus of major social 
institutions should center upon providing the vehicles 
through which these women can successfully operate. 
It seems clear that female heads of households need 
more available options to enhance their skills as 
homemakers. Efforts of social institutions should not be 
fragmented, relying only on welfare type programs. 
Strides should be made to offer gainful and meaningful 
employment which would not only broaden economic 
resources, but also allow mothers to maintain a sense of 
dignity as they work to build a better life for 
themselves and their children. Policy-making should be 
undertaken by a consortium of social institutions, 
including federal, state and local governments. 
To deal adequately with the issue facing those who 
seek to effect social reforms where single mothers are 
concerned, it is suggested in this research that several 
prerequisites should be met. 
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1) The population of single female headed 
households should be accurately identified. 
2) Sociocultural attitudes should be analyzed to 
assess the "true" needs of single mothers. 
3) Support organizations should define objectives 
which would impact immediately upon 
psychosocial needs, so that the efforts of such 
organizations can become visible to those 
receiving the services and evaluated by social 
agencies. 
4) Efforts should be made to deal with unique 
circumstances which may exist in homes headed 
by single women. 
5) Centering on the total family unit will allow 
for a more adequate assessment of needs and 
will hopefully impact positively on the lives 
of children residing in these homes. 
The present research represents a foundation on 
which further research can be based. Hopefully, the 
results here will offer a framework from which 
quantitative investigation and causal associations can be 
derived. 
Quantitative analysis of psychosocial research may 
allow for examination of psychosocial perceptions as as 
viewed from subgroups within the population of black 
single female heads of households. 
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The most significant study finding seems to be that 
respondents perceive they can meet family basic and 
emotional needs, yet they overwhelmingly report 
inadequate resources to do such. Likewise, these 
families report that they do not make use of local formal 
support systems. These are likely to be the families who 
are lost in the social system until a crisis calls for 
extreme intervention. 
Implications 
It is anticipated that findings on psychosocial 
needs of single female heads of household can have 
challenging implications for social work which can be 
translated into research, programs, and interventive 
strategies to meet the needs of both parent and child. 
Much of the challenge emanates from a recognition of the 
need to know more about the impact of the family system 
on child development and its relationship to classroom 
activities. Many of the children in high-risk homes live 
in conditions which pose a threat to their long-term 
well-being. These children become trapped in an 
intergenerational cycle of dependency and learn from 
their daily role models. 
High-risk families must be sought out by social 
agencies for formal institutional supports. Children in 
these families are least likely to be involved with 
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medical, mental health, and educational services, other 
than with protective child welfare services. 
Social agencies and educational institutions must be 
persistent in bridging cultural, linguistic and social 
gaps and must assist with problem solving, child rearing, 
and coping strategies. 
Many of the needs identified in this study are 
beyond the capacity of respondents to achieve singularly 
or for their black communities to achieve collectively. 
Structural changes and governmental action at the local, 
state and national levels are required. It is evident 
that there must be a reform of social policy and social 
programs propitious to the family. Meeting the needs of 
the increasing number of single female headed households 
will require meticulous use of public and private 
resources. The federal government should take the 
initiative in developing and implementing programs which 
deal effectively with the complexity and magnitude of 
programs associated with employment, housing and 
education for single female heads of household. 
Only programs which empower the poor and encourage 
them to take charge of their lives will have an impact on 
the next generation—America's children. Although 
attributes of high-risk parents and children do not 
inevitably lead to poor school outcomes for children, 
when these conditions are combined with economic 
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insecurity, poor housing, and a lack of social networks 
and supports, they become overwhelming. These conditions 
deny children the opportunity they need to compete in an 
increasingly complex world. 
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October 30, 1986 
Dr. Waymon Shiver 
Assistant Superintendent 
Research Planning and Evaluation 
Birmingham Board of Education 
2015 Park Place 
Birmingham, Alabama 35205 
Dear Dr. Shiver: 
I am very pleased to have permission to conduct the research project 
on needs of single female heads of household in three Birmingham 
elementary schools. A precursory check indicates that Wenonah, Center 
Street and Hudson seem to be ideal sites for the target population 
because of their geographic location, and household structure. 
After the target population is identified from enrollment cards, I 
have suggested a procedure for distributing the questionnaires in the 
enclosed letter to homeroom teachers. Please let me know if you have 
concerns or comments about any of the letters or procedures. You are 
more familiar with what will work best than I am; thus, I would 
appreciate your suggestions. Presently, I can be reached by telephone 
at 939-9684 during the day or 923-6093 evenings. 
Thanks for your assistance and cooperation in this effort. I 
certainly believe the information received will be helpful to me as a 
State Board of Education member and to the school system. 
Sincerely 
Ethel H. Hall 
7125 Westmoreland Drive 




October 30, 1986 
Mrs. China Sykes, Principal 
Center Street Elementary School 
1832 Center Way South 
Birmingham, Alabama 35205 
Dear Mrs. Sykes: 
Numerous studies show the impact of the home environment on 
children's behavior and academic performance. There is a need to 
determine specific factors which might be impacting parent/child 
interaction at home and school. To initiate this effort I am 
conducting a research project in grades K-3 with the cooperation of 
the Birmingham City School System to identify the perceived 
psychosocial needs of female heads of household which may impact on 
interaction with children in these families. 
I am asking permission to use your school as a part of the target 
population for distributing a questionnaire. We propose to provide 
the instrument to homeroom teachers for each child whose household 
head is female. It will be taken home by the student; completed by 
the pa rent / gua r dian; returned to the teacher; and collected form the 
principal's office. I am attaching the letter which will be sent to 
the teacher and parent for your perusal. Shortly, 1 shall make 
personal contact with you to clarify issues or discussion concerns and 
confirm your school's participation. 
Presently, I can be reached by telephone at 939-9684 during the day or 
923-6093 evenings. 
Sincerely 
Ethel H. Hall 
7125 Westmoreland Drive 




October 30, 1986 
Mr. Errol T. Pharris, Principal 
Hudson Elementary School 
3300 Huntsville Road North 
Birmingham, Alabama 35207 
Dear Mr. Pharris: 
Numerous studies show the impact of the home environment on 
children's behavior and academic performance. There is a need to 
determine specific factors which might be impacting parent/child 
interaction at home and school. To initiate this effort I am 
conducting a research project in grades K-3 with the cooperation of 
the Birmingham City School System to identify the perceived 
psychosocial needs of female heads of household which may impact on 
interaction with children in these families. 
I am asking permission to use your school as a part of the target 
population for distributing a questionnaire. We propose to provide 
the instrument to homeroom teachers for each child whose household 
head is female. It will be taken home by the student; completed by 
the pa rent/gua rdian; returned to the teacher; and collected form the 
principal's office. I am attaching the letter which will be sent to 
the teacher and parent for your perusal. Shortly, I shall make 
personal contact with you to clarify issues or discussion concerns and 
confirm your school's participation. 
Presently, I can be reached by telephone at 939-9684 during the day or 
923-6093 evenings. 
Sincerely, 
Ethel H. Hall 
7125 Westmoreland Drive 




October 30, 1986 
Mr. Herman Williams, Principal 
Wenonah Elementary School 
3008 Wilson Road, South West 
Birmingham, Alabama 35221 
Dear Mr. Williams: 
Numerous studies show the impact of the home environment on 
children's behavior and academic performance. There is a need to 
determine specific factors which might be impacting parent/child 
interaction at home and school. To initiate this effort I am 
conducting a research project in grades K-3 with the cooperation of 
the Birmingham City School System to identify the perceived 
psychosocial needs of female heads of household which may impact on 
interaction with children in these families. 
I am asking permission to use your school as a part of the target 
population for distributing a questionnaire. We propose to provide 
the instrument to homeroom teachers for each child whose household 
head is female. It will be taken home by the student; completed by 
the parent / guardian; returned to the teacher; and collected form the 
principal's office. I am attaching the letter which will be sent to 
the teacher and parent for your perusal. Shortly, I shall make 
personal contact with you to clarify issues or discussion concerns and 
confirm your school's participation. 
Presently, I can be reached by telephone at 939-9684 during the day or 
923-6093 evenings. 
Sincerely 
Ethel H. Hall 
7125 Westmoreland Drive 




October 30, 1986 
Dear Homeroom Teacher: 
Most of us are very concerned about learning what ve can do to enhance 
the opportunity for academic achievement of students. Toward this end 
I am attempting to determine specific perceived needs of single female 
heads of household who have children enrolled in grades K-3 in 
Birmingham city schools. 
Numerous studies show the impact of the home environment 
behavior and academic performance at school. Thus, I 
your cooperation in giving this questionnaire to each of 





1. Near the end of the day give each student who meets the stated 
criteria an envelope containing the questionnaire (Do not 
duplicate where more than one student is in the same household). 
2. Ask the student to take the envelope home and ask mother/guardian 
to complete the questionnaire and then seal it in the envelope 
provided. 
3. Remind the student to return the completed sealed questionnaire 
the day after it is taken home. 
4. Place collected questionnaires in the box provided in the 
principal's office by the deadline. 
We will allow one week to complete this procedure. During the week of 
December 1-5 I will come to your school and collect questionnaires. 
We believe the results will be valuable in helping us to meet the 
needs of our children and families more effectively. 
If you have questions, please call me evenings at 923-6093 or days at 
939-9684. 
Thanks for your cooperation. 
Sincerely, 
EHH:1se 
Ethel H. Hall 
7125 Westmoreland Drive 
Fairfield, Alabama 35064 
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November 25, 1986 
Dear Parent/Guardian: 
So often single female heads of household feel that they have needs 
which limit their ability to make life more meaningful for them and 
their children. It's true that we seem never to have enough money to do 
what we want, but so often there are other needs such as: chid care or 
supervision, emotional support, companionship, employment, help with 
child's homework, a social life, personal growth, problem solving skills 
and better parenting skills. On the other hand, it is possible that you 
are completely satisfied with life as it is for you. 
We are inviting you to participate in a study to help us understand more 
about how you and other single female heads of household feel about your 
needs so that we may make recommendations which might improve life for 
those who need it. You do not have to take part unless you desire. If 
you are willing to participate, please take a few minutes to complete 
the questionnaire enclosed in this envelope. Feel free to answer 
truthfully as no one will know what you have checked as an individual. 
Do not sign your name. 
When you finish your questionnaire, seal it in the envelope and give it 
to your child to return to his or her homeroom teacher. If you have 
more than one child in school and get a second questionnaire, complete 
only one of them. 
We are most appreciative for your cooperation and hope our findings will 
be helpful. 
Sincerely 
Ethel H. Hall 
7125 Westmoreland Drive 





Single Female Head of Household Survey 
Part I 
Directions: Please provide the following information. To keep 
your answers confidential, do not put your name anywhere on this 
survey. 
1. Your age  
2. Highest level in school 
  1 to 8th grade 
  9 to 11 grade 
  High School graduate 
  Vocational school or some college 
  College graduate or professional school 
3. Age of children living in your home 
Girls        Grade        
Boys         Grade        
4. Number of persons who live with you other than the 
children listed above. 
  None   3 
  1   4 
  2 
5. Employment status 
  None 
  Part-time 
  Full-time 
6. If you are not currently employed, what is the main reason? 
  Temporarily laid off 
  Not looking for work 
  Must care for small children 
  Must care for handicapped person in my home 
  Health reasons 
' In school 
  Other (specify)  
7. Total Family Income 
  Over $20,000 
  $15,000 to $20,000 
  $10,000 to $15,000 
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  $5,000 to $10,000 
  Less than $5,000 
8. Major source of Income 
  ADC 
  Social Security 
  Disability 
  Pension 
  Relatives 
  Child(ren) 's father 
  Other (specify)  
9. Rank your feelings according to your degree of satis¬ 
faction as these apply to you, using the scale : (1) very 
dissatisfied (2) dissatisfied (3) slightly satisfied 
(•4) satisfied (5) very satisfied 
  Income 
  Housing 
  Child Care arrangements 
  Social life 
  Education or skill training 
  Free time 
10. Check the one thing which you believe would improve 
life most for you and your family 
  More income 
  Better Housing 
  A better job 
  Opportunity to return to school 
  Free of worry about Child Care/Supervision 




Directions: Please respond to each statement by circling 
one number using this five (5) point scale as your guide. 
1 = If you do it Almost Never, which means about 
5% of the time. 
2 = If you do it Sometimes, which means about 
25% of the time. 
3 = If you do it Half of the Time, which means abc 
50% of the time. 
4 = If you do it Usually, which means about 75% of 
the time. 
5 = If you do it Almost Always, which means about 
95% of the time. 
DNA = If the statement Does Not Apply to you. 
1 
•Basic needs -- food, clothing, shelter, medical and health care. 
••Emotional needs -- respond to feelings of hurt, anger, fear, joy, 













































































1 2 3 4 5 DNA 
*1. I can provide adequately for my family's basic needs. 1 2 3 4 5 DNA 
*2. I am able to provide for the emotional needs of my family. 1 2 3 4 5 DNA 
3. I am satisfied with the amount of time I have to spend 
with my children. 
1 2 3 4 5 DNA 
4. I get frustrated because I am not able to do what I feel 
I should do for my family. 
1 2 3 4 5 DNA 
5. I am a good parent. 1 2 3 4 5 DNA 
6. I am satisfied with my family's living conditions. 1 2 3 4 5 DNA 
7. I believe my family situation would improve if I had 
a spouse. 
1 2 3 4 5 DNA 
8. I wish I had better support from my extended family. 1 2 3 4 5 DNA 
9. When I need money, child care or other favors, I can 
depend on my family to come to my aid. 
1 2 3 4 5 DNA 
10. I turn to friends for favors like child care, money and 
other help instead of my family members. 
1 2 3 4 5 DNA 
11. I think I do as well in caring for my household as most 
single parents do. 
1 2 3 4 5 DNA 
12. I believe my educational background is adequate for my 
employment goals. 
1 2 3 4 5 DNA 
13. I feel dissatisfied with my education and level of skill 
training. 
1 2 3 4 5 DNA 
14 . I think I have set higher goals for myself than I will 
ever accomplish. 



























































1 2 3 4 5 DNA 
15. I set short range and long range goals for myself. 1 2 3 4 5 DNA 
16. I believe I could do more if I didn't have so much bad 
luck. 
1 2 3 4 5 DNA 
17. I attend a monthly meeting of at least one organization 
which provides services for my child (such as PTA, room 
mothers, Den mothers, church, volunteer groups). 





 My child(ren) and I go together to places like the zoo, 
fair, movies, library, sports events. 
1 2 3 4 5 DNA 
19. I set aside time especially for me and my child(ren) 
for such things as talking, reading, playing, TV. 
1 2 3 4 5 DNA 
20. My schedule gets so hectic that the amount of time I 
can spend each day with my child(ren) is very limited. 
1 2 3 4 5 DNA 
21. My child(ren) and I enjoy the time we spend together. 
I 
1 
1 2 3 4 5 DNA 
22. Now rate your ability to meet your needs in the areas listed by 
circling the appropriate number. 
1 2 3 4 5 
Cut of Frequently Sane times Frequently In Contro] 
Control out of control in Control in control most çf 
the time 
1. Household tasks 1 2 3 4 5 
2. Child Care 1 2 3 4 5 
3. Finances 1 2 3 4 5 
4. Emotional well being 1 2 3 4 5 
5. Overall ability to 
cope with your life 
situation 
1 2 3 4 5 
Scale for Survey Items 
Part II 
Psychosocial Social Social Parent/Child 
Needs Roles Support Interactions 
6 18 
7 2 .9 
12 4 10 
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